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Abstract: This paper explores the political-economic basis and ideological effects of talk about neoliberalism with respect 
to media and communication studies. In response to the supposed ascendancy of the neoliberal order since the 1980s, 
many media and communication scholars have redirected their critical attentions from capitalism to neoliberalism. This 
paper tries to clarify the significance of the relatively new emphasis on neoliberalism in the discourse of media and com-
munication studies, with particular reference to the 2011 phone hacking scandal at The News of the World. Questioning 
whether the discursive substitution of ‘neoliberalism’ for ‘capitalism’ offers any advances in critical purchase or explanatory 
power to critics of capitalist society and its media, the paper proposes that critics substitute a Marxist class analysis in 
place of the neoliberalism-versus-democracy framework that currently dominates in the field. 
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The media and communication studies textbooks of the early 1980s constituted an ideological 
battleground for the struggle between liberal pluralism, on the one hand, and Marxism, on the 
other (see, for example, Gurevitch et al. 1982). Under the influence of European critical theory 
and British cultural studies, Marxist communication scholars talked of capitalism and class strug-
gle, and accused pluralists of underestimating structures of domination (Hall 1982). With stronger 
roots in US sociological tradition, pluralist media critics advocated for democracy, chastising 
Marxists for their economic determinism or functionalism. While it is certainly possible to read the 
history of the relationship between Marxist and liberal pluralist approaches to media and cultural 
studies in terms of a series of rapprochements and overlaps (McLennan 1989), there can be little 
doubt that in recent decades, the pluralist perspective has all but vanquished its erstwhile ideo-
logical competitor. 

Marxism has always, of course, been marginalised in media and communication studies. In the 
twentieth century, for example, McCarthyism in the US and the Radikalenerlass in Germany re-
stricted the activities of Marxist communication scholars. Nevertheless, in the 1960s and 1970s, 
Marxism was a driving force in workers’ struggles and a tangible presence in the academy. The 
critical marginalisation of Marxism became particularly apparent with the ebbing of class struggle 
in the 1980s and 1990s. In these decades, the disciplines of media and cultural studies, under the 
sway of a celebratory postmodernism, came to distinguish their pluralist wisdom from the sup-
posedly “elitist” positions of the different Marxist traditions, continually emphasising the eclectic 
nature of their own standpoints and of the media cultures they critiqued. According to the pluralist 
paradigm, the newspaper reader, the television viewer, the radio listener are free to consumer 
culture as active, empowered, resistant audiences in a marketplace of ideas underpinned and 
sustained by liberal democratic ideology. Following on from this there is the recognition that capi-
talism may have some shortcomings, but it is ‘the best we’ve got’ and so must be made the best 
of: the capitalist system and its media institutions are seen to represent the best possible ar-
rangement of things. The popularity of this perspective in the cultural studies milieu of the 1990s 
has reconfigured the ideological co-ordinates of cultural and media theory, so that for many critics 
today, the task of media and cultural criticism is no longer to critique capitalism, but to defend the 
principles of “democracy” and “pluralism” against unwelcome encroachments of the market – 
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encroachments often understood as so many manifestations of “neoliberalism” or the “neoliberal 
agenda”. 

Indeed, the hegemony of pluralism in media and cultural studies has been accompanied by 
some telling terminological shifts. The word “capitalism”, for instance, has all but vanished from 
the lexicon of the left – as sure a sign as any, as Slavoj Žižek (2007, 212) notes, of capitalism’s 
ideological triumph. In the 1990s, as Boltanski and Chiapello (2005, ix) observe, “the term [capi-
talism] was simply struck from the vocabulary of politicians, trade unionists, writers and journalists 
– not to mention social scientists, who had consigned it to historical oblivion”. Today, we would 
suggest, the term “neoliberalism” has largely replaced “capitalism” (and its more optimistic variant 
“late capitalism”) in media and cultural studies discourse and the former word now appears in 
contexts where once we would have expected to have read the latter. In an article on media ideo-
logies, to take just one example, the prolific discourse analyst Teun van Dijk (2006, 121) discuss-
es how media audiences recognise “racist, sexist or neoliberal” arguments. As such formulations 
suggest, the Marxism/pluralism dyad of yesteryear has largely given way to a new paradigm 
structured by the binary opposition between neoliberalism, on the one hand, and democracy (or, 
sometimes, in the Laclauian formulation, “radical democracy”), on the other. Today, it is neoliber-
alism, rather than capitalism as such, that preoccupies many academics working in the fields of 
media and cultural studies. As one leading media scholar, Natalie Fenton (2009, 56), puts it, “if 
media studies must do anything, then it must analyze and explain the cultural and political signifi-
cance of [the] neoliberal market doctrine”. 

In itself, this enterprise is not necessarily misguided. In fact, as we argue below, much valuable 
work in media and cultural studies has proceeded on this basis. Yet even among critics who have 
embraced the term, neoliberalism is sometimes hazily defined and its conceptual intelligibility is 
often taken for granted (Mudge 2008). This paper tries to clarify the relevance and utility of the 
concept of neoliberalism for critical scholarship in media and cultural studies, questioning whether 
the hegemonic acceptance of the term offers any genuine increase in critical purchase or explan-
atory power to critics of capitalist society and its media. In particular, it is argued that it has be-
come something of an accepted practice in media and cultural studies to identify “neoliberalism” – 
rather than capitalism per se – as the ultimate target of critique. In Fenton’s terms, neoliberalism 
is a “market doctrine” which has supplanted an earlier version of the same market in which the 
liberal democratic state imposed “checks and balances” on capitalist power and critiques of ne-
oliberalism are often animated by a reformist concern to return to the former, social democratic 
vision by “reclaim[ing] the state” (Wainwright 2003) from the forces of the market. The danger of 
such critiques, we argue, is that they may lead to a tepidly agonised hankering after a long-gone 
“fairer”, “more democratic” capitalism and a call for the “renewal” of Keynesianism. In relation to 
the media and cultural industries, meanwhile, the attack on neoliberalism, while commendable in 
itself, all too often entails a problematic defence of “public service” broadcasting as a bulwark 
against commercialisation. 

This paper seeks to contribute to a more radical critique of the functioning of neoliberalism 
within critical discourse, challenging the assumptions frequently underlying the use of the term 
and its application to the media and cultural industries. Our own perspective on questions of me-
dia power is informed by Marx and Engels’ well-known contention in The German Ideology that  

 
the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the 
ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The class 
which has the means of material production at its disposal has control at the same time 
over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of 
those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it (Marx and Engels 
1970/1845, 64). 

 
For us, as for Marx and Engels, the mass media play a crucial role in helping to reproduce ideol-
ogy and specifically the ideology which maintains capitalism to be an inevitable and immutable 
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reality that is here to stay; for it is indeed “the ruling material force of society” (the value-form and 
profit motive) which “is at the same time its ruling intellectual force”. The colossal influence wield-
ed by the media’s billionaire owners does indeed filter through all that they own and control, and 
directly or indirectly through majority and institutional shareholders these same representatives of 
the capitalist class acquire “the means of material production”, thus gaining “control at the same 
time over the means of mental production”. Moreover, in the epoch of reality television in which 
cameras are turned on atomised (non-)individuals by way of a spurious “democratic” populism, 
truly “the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it”, even in those 
rare instances where they are chosen to be the recipients, fleetingly, of celebrity status. But such 
subjection is not merely a consequence of neoliberalisation. As Marx and Engels’ thesis indi-
cates, the critical problem with the media and cultural industries is not simply that their character 
is determined by market forces, but that they represent the interests of a ruling class. Any proper-
ly Marxist media and cultural studies critique must therefore encompass both the so-called “free 
market” and the state that underwrites and coordinates that market in the interests of the capital-
ist class. Indeed, we hold that in the messy field of ‘actually existing’ social reality, class and class 
struggle – and not some false and apologetic concept such as ‘classism’ – exist. Class struggle 
is, as Walter Benjamin was well aware, the “fight for the crude and material things without which 
no refined or spiritual things could exist”. It is the material struggle between classes – that is, 
capital against labour and labour’s struggle against the capital-labour relation itself, the value 
relation, and the wage relation – which defines the conditions of emancipation from them, and 
from abstract labour. To reduce all of this, we would argue, to a struggle against “the market” is to 
risk abandoning Marxism altogether. 

Neoliberalism can be seen, in Andrew Glyn’s (2007) phrase, “capitalism unleashed”, a “political 
rationality” (Foucault 1988) entailing the de-socialization of economic activity and the espousal of, 
inter alia, coercive competition, state rationalization and factor mobility (or “globalization”). Above 
all, neoliberalism prioritises market forces over state intervention and dirigisme and the emer-
gence of neoliberalism has been marked by a “motivated shift away from public-collective values 
to private-individualistic ones” (Barnett 2005, 7). The philosophical origins of neoliberalism lie, of 
course, in the free-market advocacy of economists such as Hayek and Friedman; but it was not 
until the late 1970s, as a result of a series of so-called “deregulatory” – or better, perhaps, “re-
regulatory” – policies pursued by Western governments, that neoliberal ideology began to exer-
cise material force. Over the following years, the state has retreated somewhat from social wel-
fare provision and certain areas of economic organisation – through tenders to private third par-
ties bidding for contracts to carry out the functions of the state, most recently observed in the 
proposal that policing be opened up to this process – resulting in a hyper-financialised, “global-
ised” economy and an increasingly privatised socio-political order that interpellates individuals as 
competitive and autonomous, monadic subjects (Harvey 2005). In the same period, media organ-
isations have increasingly tended to defer to market imperatives and the ties that once bound 
them to the social groups that directed or controlled the state – such as political parties, the un-
ions and the churches, have been loosened, especially in the US (McChesney 2001; Hallin and 
Mancini 2004; Hallin 2008). 

As this broad-brush outline suggests, the concept of neoliberalism helps to illuminate many as-
pects of Western capitalism’s struggle to suppress the working class over the last four decades. 
As an ideology, neoliberalism sees the market as a supreme good in itself; its accompanying 
rhetorical emphasis on “freedom” ultimately concerns the freedom to buy and sell and to acquire 
and maintain property. In effect, the essence of “freedom” becomes economic – the freedom to 
work or to starve and the freedom to obey laws sanctioning this state of affairs. The neoliberal 
project might be described as a purer form of capitalism than Keynesianism; in effect: the imposi-
tion, as far as possible, of market imperatives at all times and in every area of life – the reign of 
the “cash nexus”, in Marx’s famous phrase. In contrast with the post-war Keynesian social com-
promise of full employment, a strong welfare safety net, public ownership of key industries, and 
state intervention to “pump prime” the economy when needed, neoliberalism successfully all but 
destroyed this consensus with its own prescriptions of privatization, deregulation, structural un-
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employment, corporate tax breaks, and welfare “reform”. In this sense, the neoliberal project was, 
and is, also a strategy aimed at restoring and maintaining class power, a response by capital to 
the seismic shocks generated by the worker and student revolts of the 1960s and 70s, no less 
than the ongoing economic crises of the latter decade (Harvey, 2005). 

Nevertheless, some qualifications are in order at this point. The extent to which the scope and 
remit of the capitalist state has been “rolled back” in recent years, for example, is debatable. John 
Dewey once remarked that “government is the shadow cast by big business over society” and the 
nation state remains pivotal in regulating capitalism. As Harvey (2005, 159-164) notes, the state 
has played a pivotal role in the upward redistribution of wealth in recent decades. In fact, without 
a state to coordinate the system of competition, market competitors would tear one another, and 
society, to pieces. The nation state thus functions as what Engels, in Anti-Dühring (1947/1878), 
called the “ideal collective body of all capitalists”, regulating the chaos that arises as capitalist 
interests compete. Left-liberals and the more timid of the “anti-globalization” activists who advo-
cate something similar to the “radical democracy” advocated by Laclau and Mouffe (1986) often 
complain that the role of the nation state is being usurped by transnational powers such as the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Yet these institutions were set up by American 
imperialism and have operated in its interest ever since. Indeed, given that supra-national bodies 
such as the OECD, WTO, G8 and G20, not to mention the EU, were all established by liberal 
democratic states, calling for their reclamation from the market, or from the undue power of ne-
oliberalism, is at best unconvincing. As Ellen Meiksins Wood (2005, 138) puts it: 

 
many participants in movements of this kind are not so much anti-capitalist as anti-
“globalization”, or perhaps anti-neoliberal, or even just opposed to particularly malignant 
corporations. They assume that the detrimental effects of the capitalist system can be elim-
inated by taming global corporations or by making them more “ethical”, “responsible”, and 
“socially conscious”. 

 
By the same token, it seems somewhat confused to express the concern that supra-state institu-
tions that were founded by states committed to liberal democracy are “undemocratic” (see for 
example: Klein 1999; Monbiot 2001; Hertz 2002) for seeking to do the bidding of capital. What 
such critiques often overlook is the necessary inter-imbrication of the state and the market. In-
deed, despite the global nature of the capitalist market, the nation state form remains indispensa-
ble for capitalism. As Saskia Sassen (2006) argues, the forces of “globalization”, far from abolish-
ing the nation state, operate within it – just as surely as the nation state exists within the global 
order. Thus, while elements of the nation state have been deterritorialized, the state retains its 
vital role in capitalist organization. “No other institution”, as Wood (2005, 139) writes, “has even 
begun to replace the nation state as an administrative and coercive guarantor of social order, 
property relations, stability of contractual predictability, or any of the other basic conditions re-
quired by capital in its everyday life”. 

It could even be argued that capitalism’s very survival over the last century has been premised 
upon an increasing fusion of state and market. As early as the end of the nineteenth century, 
Kautsky observed in The Class Struggle (1971/1892) that the state was being forced to take into 
its own hands an increasing number of functions, a trend that, as observers such as Bukharin and 
Trotsky noted, intensified in the early twentieth century. Indeed, at that time, in the face of revolu-
tionary threat and the difficulties posed by the saturation of global markets, the relatively laissez-
faire capitalism of the nineteenth century gave way to the statified planning regimes of Stalinism, 
fascism and New Deal-style social democracy. This interpretation is borne out by economic data 
from the early twentieth century: in both the UK and US, government spending as a proportion of 
Gross Domestic Product, while largely static throughout the nineteenth century, began to grow 
significantly in the 1920s, culminating, of course, in the post-war creation of the welfare state. 

Critics of neoliberalism usually suggest that the swelling of the state in the post-war period be-
gan to be reversed in the Reagan-Thatcher years. Western capital’s tendencies towards privati-



 Christian Garland and Stephen Harper  

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012. 

417 

zation and outsourcing, as well as the erosion of the welfare state since the 1980s, certainly bear 
this out. On the other hand, in recent years the US, UK, Irish and Icelandic states have respond-
ed to the economic crisis by bailing out failed banks with public money, reminding us that states 
intervene constantly and crucially in the operations of markets in order to maintain the conditions 
for capital accumulation. The military expenditures of supposedly neoliberal, Western states, 
meanwhile, are gargantuan and massive standing armies are used to conquer new markets over-
seas – an historically unprecedented situation. Such facts problematize any simplistic view of the 
last few decades as a period during which the state has been in retreat. In fact, from the perspec-
tive of the longue durée, the purview of the state can be seen to have significantly increased 
since the early twentieth century. It seems to us, then, that neoliberalism is a term that must be 
used with caution; it certainly should not be understood in terms of a simple weakening or diminu-
tion of the power of the liberal democratic state. At the very least, the foregoing observations 
oblige us to recognise neoliberalism as a “hegemonic restructuring ethos, as a dominant pattern 
of (incomplete and contradictory) regulatory transformation, and not as a fully coherent system or 
typological state form” (Peck et al 2010, 104; see also Ortner 2011). It might be added that the 
process of ‘neoliberalisation’ has not been uniform, affecting some nations and geographical re-
gions more profoundly than others (Hallin and Mancini 2004; Hallin 2008). 

This is not to argue that neoliberalism is of no explanatory value to media critics and sociolo-
gists. Using the framework of neoliberalism, media sociologists have drawn attention to themes 
such as the celebritization of politics and the use of low-paid but flexible, or outsourced labour in 
the media industries (Deuze 2007). At the same time, textual and cultural critics have rightly high-
lighted some of the profoundly individualising aspects of late capitalist governmentality. In a se-
ries of books, Zygmunt Bauman (2000, 2007, 2011) has convincingly described and condemned 
the restless, “liquid” lifeworld of late capitalism, while Nick Couldry (2010), David Grazian (2010), 
John McMurria (2008) and Nick Stevenson (2010) have all commented astutely on the role of 
reality television in producing flexible, mobile and self-fashioning “entrepreneurial subjects” (du 
Gay 1996). In a similar vein, Janice Peck (2008) has skilfully outlined the ways in which the indi-
vidualistic discourses of self-reliance emphasized in the self-help books and television talk shows 
of Oprah Winfrey serve to reinforce neoliberal orthodoxies. Such work is valuable in illustrating 
and critiquing the radical de-socialization of the media and cultural industries over the last two 
decades, prima facie evidence of which can be gleaned from a glance at the lifestyle and con-
sumer programmes that dominate today’s television schedules and whose ideal viewer appears 
to be a self-disciplining homo economicus concerned only with regulating her diet, climbing the 
property ladder and surgically enhancing her face. 

But while the concept of neoliberalism facilitates valuable insights into the ongoing atomisation 
of contemporary institutions and subjectivities, it is not without its limitations as a tool of critical 
media analysis. For one thing, while it is true that a good deal of contemporary media culture 
addresses its audiences as hyper-flexible, autonomous consumers, much of it is also more tradi-
tionally propagandistic, aimed at the creation of patriotic citizens of the capitalist state. BBC politi-
cal discussion programmes such as Question Time, party political broadcasts and, indeed, politi-
cal journalism in its entirety overwhelmingly reflect the material interests, and reinforce the sym-
bolic power of the capitalist state. So too does the ubiquitous Help for Heroes campaign, which – 
whatever good offices it may facilitate – surely serves to instil nationalist and militarist sentiment. 
This is to say nothing of the less obtrusive forms of “banal nationalism” (Billig 1995) promoted in 
nationwide television magazine programmes and sports coverage. Although it may be unfashion-
able in contemporary media and cultural studies to describe the media in terms of state propa-
ganda, instilling a sense of loyalty to the capitalist nation remains a major function of much of the 
media we consume, especially in so-called “public service” broadcasting. Such poisonous addi-
tives of media propaganda and the contextual fallacy used in the (very) selective presentation of 
information retards and limits popular understanding of the world, and any critique from emerging 
– as it is intended to do.  Critiques of the media that focus only on “neoliberal” agendas and ideo-
logies risk failing to register this reality. 
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Indeed, besides the reactionary media institutions that serve as instruments of right-wing prop-
aganda, there exists in “developed” capitalist societies the far more subtle – and thus far harder 
to critique – agenda-setting discourse of the liberal media, which sets the terms of what is con-
sidered acceptable in public debate, delimits the “sphere of legitimate controversy”, in Daniel 
Hallin’s (1986) famous phrase. The public service media, in particular, diffuse and reproduce 
what is considered acceptable discourse and thereby “manufacture consent” and legitimacy for 
what will never – and must never – be called into question. In the UK, where both of the authors 
are based, the news and current affairs programming of BBC and Channel 4 television is some-
times considered more “serious” than that of their commercial competitors. Yet it can be argued 
that both Channel 4 and the BBC – long the bogus whipping boy of the hysterical tabloid press – 
are in reality at almost every turn faithful servants of vested interests of private wealth and state 
power (Edwards and Cromwell 2005; Garland 2011; Harper 2012). Historically, for example, the 
BBC has tended to support the British government’s foreign policy during both the Cold War 
(Jenks 2006) and afterwards (Edwards and Cromwell 2005). Indeed, a Cardiff University study 
into the BBC’s reporting of the Iraq war showed that the BBC was actually less critical of the inva-
sion than its commercial competitors (Lewis 2004). The point here is not that the quantity or quali-
ty of “serious” news coverage broadcast by BBC and Channel 4 has diminished in recent years; 
rather, it is that the “quality” news and current affairs programming on which both channels pride 
themselves constitutes the “acceptable discourse” of public debate, aimed at legitimizing liberal 
capitalism and preempting any critique of the system. 

Our argument here is that too tight a focus on the undoubtedly malign influence of neoliberal-
ism on politics or culture can cause us to neglect the equally, if not even more problematic mach-
inations of both the state and the liberal media. Here we might consider, as an example, the left-
liberal responses to the 2011 phone hacking “scandal” at Rupert Murdoch’s News of the World 
newspaper, in which certain journalists were found to have hacked into the voicemail messages 
of a range of celebrities and ordinary members of the public. As is well-known, Murdoch’s rise to 
power was facilitated by the “free market” media policies for which he noisily advocated and 
which he imposed on those who worked for him (McChesney 2001, 14). In fact, Murdoch was an 
early champion of neoliberal economic ideas and his friendships with politicians who shared what 
can be seen as his libertarian outlook, such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, were 
particularly important to his ascendancy (McKnight 2003). Whether explicitly or implicitly, many 
left-liberal scholars have identified Murdoch’s commitment to neoliberalism as a fundamental 
element in the explanation not only of Murdoch’s rise, but also of his fall from grace. One media 
scholar, for example, notes that the phone hacking scandal took place “in an era of untrammelled 
neoliberalism” (Savigny 2011). Indeed, identifying neoliberalism as the pernicious ideological 
background to the scandal, many media academics and activist organisations – such as the lib-
eral campaign group Avaaz – have called for the reform of private media power (Freedman 
2011). 

Media commentators and victims of the phone hacking have rightly condemned the outrageous 
malpractice of the News of the World journalists. Yet in lambasting the embodiment of neoliberal-
ism, Rupert Murdoch, in the wake of the scandal, left-liberal critics have tended to overlook the 
wider political context of the affair. By any standards, Murdoch is a powerful figure in the global 
media; but it should not be forgotten that Murdoch was brought down by a significantly more 
powerful coalition of forces, including anti-Murdoch factions within the British state and the non-
Murdoch media, such as the BBC and The Guardian. Although the British state had known about 
phone hacking at the News of the World since at least 2007 (when two of the newspaper’s jour-
nalists were jailed for related offenses), Murdoch’s bid for full control of BSkyB must have raised 
concerns at the heart of the British establishment. It seems reasonable to suggest that the pro-US 
stance of the Murdoch media had become increasingly unpalatable to the British state, which 
may have felt it was time to bring News International under control and, however indirectly, to 
force Murdoch’s hand in closing down his Sunday tabloid. In this context, the humbling of Rupert 
Murdoch and News International is best understood not as a modest victory for democratic ac-
countability over the forces of global neoliberalism, but as the entrammelling of a globally massive 
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but nationally rather inconvenient private power bloc by the formidable forces of a dominant state 
faction and those elements within the media loyal to it. In class terms, the eruption of the scandal 
was the result of a well-timed intervention launched by one bourgeois faction against another. To 
understand Hackgate in this way is not to embrace a conspiracy theory, but to understand that 
the pragmatic co-operation of the various factions of the capitalist state is forever prone to break-
ing down, giving way to what Marx, in the third volume of Capital (1967/1894, 253), called a “fight 
among hostile brothers” whose outcome is “decided by power and craftiness”. 

Indeed, from a Marxist perspective, the exposure of phone hacking at the News of the World, 
together with the subsequent official inquiries into media ethics, demonstrates not so much the 
untrammelled influence of private media corporations, or the malignant effects of neoliberal ideol-
ogy, as the power of the dominant factions of the nation state to act as an ideologically contain-
ing, regulatory force, reigning in or disciplining unruly elements. A class struggle perspective on 
the phone hacking affair would emphasize that the Leveson Inquiry into the affair and the voices 
calling for media “reform”, far from constituting a counter-hegemonic force, represent a ruling 
class recuperation: media “reform”, through the humbling of News International, was exactly what 
the dominant faction of the British ruling class sought. In this connection, it might be added that 
however heinous the crimes of the News of the World phone hackers may have been, it is unlike-
ly that they can compare in their invasiveness to the everyday surveillance activities of the British 
state – a point politely disregarded in most discussions of the hacking scandal. 

None of this is to argue that the current attempts to “reform” the media, via the Leveson In-
quiry, are necessarily either regressive or doomed to failure. But our understandable eagerness 
to condemn the private media power represented by the archetypically “neoliberal” Murdoch em-
pire should not cause us to fall into the trap of uncritically supporting the regulatory reforms now 
being proposed by a state whose own apparatuses of surveillance may not bear close scrutiny. 
Nor should it cause us to overlook the thoroughly capitalist nature of the non-Murdoch media. The 
News of the World may have been the paradigmatic embodiment of confected, salacious scandal 
and the paper folded with an unconvincing claim that the newspaper’s self-declared exceptional-
ism to the rules governing the “free press” was in defence of those same rules – the better to 
serve democracy and the best interests of that imaginary demographic, “the public”; but as John 
Pilger (2011, 21) has written: 

 
Britain’s system of elite monopoly control of the media rests not on News International 
alone, but on the Mail and the Guardian and the BBC, perhaps the most influential of all. All 
share a corporate monoculture that sets the agenda of the ‘news’, defines acceptable poli-
tics by maintaining the fiction of distinctive parties, normalises unpopular wars and guards 
the limits of “free speech”. This will be strengthened by the illusion that a “bad apple” has 
been “rooted out”. 

 
As Pilger’s final sentence suggests, the attack on Murdoch by powerful elements of the state and 
the non-Murdoch media – whatever other effects it may have – has conservative ideological im-
plications, reinforcing the myth that the liberal democratic media are, at least in the normal course 
of events, unconstrained by powerful interests. 

The limitations of neoliberalism as a critical paradigm can also be apprehended through an 
analysis of the media coverage of the recent, and ongoing, global economic crisis. For many ac-
ademic critics, the crisis represents a “crisis of neoliberalism” (Beder, 2009; Duménil and Lévy 
2011) and of “free market” ideology, meaning “financialization” (Kotz 2008), privatization, deregu-
lation, and an absence of state intervention in the economy. On the other hand, others, most no-
tably the Marxist economist and neoliberalism sceptic Andrew Kliman (2010a, 2010b, 2012), ar-
gue that the crisis is rather a crisis of capitalism as a whole, whose fundamental cause is a falling 
rate of profit (see also Mattick 2011 and Fuchs 2011, 26-29). Kliman also argues (2012, 50-51) 
that while neoliberalism is useful in describing the dominant political and ideological landscape 
since the 1980s, “it is not a useful concept for explaining the trajectory of the economy over the 
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last several decades”. Here is not the place to engage in complicated debates over economic 
theory. Yet the doubts raised in Kliman’s work at least give us leave to question the widespread 
populist media representation of the crisis as one of unregulated, free market capitalism. For 
many journalists, the crisis was caused by a short-sighted commitment to “neoliberal ideology”, 
understood in terms of the excesses of a certain form of “extreme” capitalism and widely personi-
fied in the tabloid and even the liberal media by the stereotypical (and arguably anti-Semitic) fig-
ures of the “greedy banker” and the unscrupulous trader. As the liberal commentator David Mar-
quand (2010, 27) put it in an article in The Guardian: 

 
For the last two years we have been living through the third great capitalist crisis of modern 
times; and it is not over yet. The neoliberal paradigm that has dominated policy-making 
throughout the developed world, not least in the institutions of global economic govern-
ance, has been turned inside out. Markets, we have discovered (or rediscovered), do not 
always know better than governments. Private greed does not procure public benefits. 

 
It has generally been argued, particularly by left-liberal journalists, that the best remedies for the-
se ills are stronger financial regulation and the fostering of socio-economic “fairness” within the 
framework of a “responsible capitalism”, as the Guardian journalist Polly Toynbee (2012, 27) has 
put it. Liberal journalists have thus tended to understand the economic crisis in populist and mor-
alistic terms, complaining of the rampant greed of the laissez-faire financial sector – a discourse 
that has been very influential in framing the activities and objectives of the various Occupy 
movements that have sprung up across the world since 2011. Yet as one Marxist critic, the late 
Peter Gowan (2009), argues, the problem with such accounts is that 

 
while the New Wall Street System was legitimated by free-market, laissez-faire or neo-
liberal outlooks, these do not seem to have been operative ideologies for its practitioners, 
whether in Wall Street or in Washington. Philip Augar’s detailed study of the Wall Street in-
vestment banks, The Greed Merchants […] argues that they have actually operated in 
large part as a conscious cartel – the opposite of a free market. 

 
From this point of view, journalistic explanations of the economic crisis in terms of neoliberalism 
may have furnished some convenient media scapegoats, but they hardly provide an adequate or 
accurate account of the causes of, or possible solutions to, the economic recession. The “neolib-
eralism” theory has become a staple of mainstream media accounts of the crisis; yet the moral-
ism and populism to which it often leads stand in sharp contrast to the materialist analyses of the 
recession offered by Marxist commentators such as Andrew Kliman (2012) and Paul Mattick 
(2011). 

If neoliberalism is a problematic concept for media and cultural studies critics and practitioners, 
then so too is its slippery binary opposite, “democracy”. In addition to calling for greater regulation 
of capitalism and capitalist media, critics of neoliberalism typically call for greater democracy in 
political life. But even where these appeals are not openly nationalist – as they seem to be in 
appeals to defend “our democracy” (e.g. Fenton 2011) – the tendency to posit democracy as the 
solution to the ills of neoliberalism is highly problematic for Marxists. For one thing, as Jodi Dean 
(2010) points out, liberal democracy, far from negating neoliberalism, constitutes its very condi-
tions of possibility. To appeal to the liberal democratic state to reign in neoliberal excesses there-
fore seems contradictory. Something of the circularity of this position is observable in Michael 
Moore’s documentary film Capitalism: A Love Story (2009). Moore’s film movingly depicts the 
inhuman effects of capitalism upon working class people. However, the ending of the film is more 
problematic insofar as it seems to lay the blame for the horrors it details at the door of neoliberal, 
“financialized” and generally “out-of-control” capitalism. The film concludes with shots of Wall 
Street and Moore’s calls for greater regulation of the banking sector; thus, having identified and 
excoriated many of the injustices of liberal democracy – and clearly insisted upon the need to end 
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the capitalist system – Moore proposes that the solution to the financial and institutional corrup-
tion he has identified is (and here Moore pauses, as if for thought) “democracy”. In fact, Moore 
has elsewhere argued that his aim in making the film was to encourage his audience to become 
more “engaged in their democracy” (McGreal 2010, 32). Of course, the cause of the apparent 
contradiction here lies in Moore’s use of two quite different definitions of “democracy”: throughout 
the film, Moore rightly attacks democracy as a form of capitalist governance, while the more posi-
tive appeal to democracy at the film’s end understands democracy in terms of grassroots, work-
ing class decision-making – a definition of democracy consistent with Marxist thought. Moore’s 
argument, then, is not as contradictory as might at first appear. But the potential for slippage in 
the meaning of “democracy” suggests that, as with “neoliberalism”, there is always a danger of 
backsliding in the direction of liberal and reformist political positions. As Jodi Dean (2009, 94) 
warns: 

 
the appeal to democracy remains unable to elaborate a convincing political alternative be-
cause it accepts the premise that we already know what is to be done – critique, discuss, 
include and revise. Left reliance on democracy thus eschews responsibility for current fail-
ures (Look, democracy isn’t perfect) but also for envisioning another politics in the future. 

 
For Marxists, indeed, to advocate democracy as the antidote to neoliberalism is not only to mis-
take the cause for the cure, but also to accept democracy as the goal of class struggle rather 
than, as Marx put it in “Critique of the Gotha Program” (1970/1875), “the last form of state of 
bourgeois society”. 

We would not presume to suggest that the foregoing brief reflections on the theoretical and an-
alytical value of neoliberalism constitute anything like the last word on the matter. Nevertheless, 
we would argue that there is a need for those media critics and journalists who have recourse to 
the term “neoliberalism” to consider the ramifications of this usage. Neoliberalism does name 
verifiable shifts affecting certain areas of Western political and cultural life in recent decades, as 
noted in the best work on this subject, such as that of David Harvey (2005). Yet the critique of 
neoliberalism too often functions as what Fredric Jameson (1981) calls a “strategy of contain-
ment” that precludes the structural critique of capitalism and its media institutions. Indeed, the 
political assumptions of many critics of neoliberalism are underpinned by the assumptions of lib-
eralism, according to which a largely benign and neutral state needs to be reclaimed for democ-
racy; anything more radical, after all, smacks of a tyrannising “grand narrative”. The solutions 
suggested by the critics of neoliberalism are usually greater state intervention in the economy and 
the regulation of capitalism and the capitalist media. Yet, as Richard Wolff (2007) puts it, “leftists 
who see no further – who criticize neoliberal globalization and advocate a warmed-over welfare-
state Keynesianism – have abandoned Marx’s critical anti-capitalist project”. A Marxist critique 
must move beyond the critique of “excessive”, “financial”, “de-regulated” or “neoliberal” capitalism 
to incorporate a critique of the value-form and the capital-labour relation. It must encompass both 
the commercial media and their more paternalistic – but no less capitalist – public service coun-
terparts. 

Moving beyond the critique of neoliberalism also entails discriminating between intra-class fac-
tion fights such as the News of the World scandal and identifying opportunities for working class 
self-assertion in the media. Indeed, the radical transformation of both the media and society re-
quires the working class to struggle on its own class terrain; “the emancipation of the workers”, as 
the famous phrase has it, “must be the work of the working class itself”. To some extent, any rad-
ical transformation of the media will require the working class to organize itself and defeat capital-
ism. On the other hand, while we should be very wary of the often hyperbolic claims made for the 
liberatory potentials of the Internet and new media (Fuchs 2011; Morozov 2011; Curran et al. 
2012), it is clear that new forms of networking and social media – insofar as they remain un-
banned by the state and economically accessible to working class people – can promote working 
class consciousness and organisation against capital (Hands 2010; Fuchs 2011), creating a new 
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media, as it were, in the shell of the old. Notably, the only commentary on Hackgate – to the au-
thors’ knowledge – that analysed the scandal in relation to its class character and to the tensions 
within global imperialism has appeared on the website of the Marxist group the International 
Communist Current (2011). Through this website and thousands like it, ordinary people are able 
to discuss how to confront and defeat not neoliberalism, but the capitalist system in its entirety. 

For Marxists, neoliberalism was never a very adequate critical term, insofar as it has been un-
derstood as a regime of accumulation that is parasitical on, or extrinsic to the normal functioning 
of an otherwise unproblematic capitalism. Embedded in its usage, all too frequently, are the as-
sumptions of liberal democracy, and those who employ the term are often horrified by their belat-
ed discovery that the state is, and always has been, hand in glove with capital. In any case, at the 
levels of policy and economics, the supposedly neoliberal epoch is in many ways over, as sover-
eign debt crises force capitalist states to adopt increasingly protectionist political strategies. Per-
haps now, then, is the time to relinquish neoliberalism as an analytical category. Nor does the 
term seem to have much rhetorical value for radicals today. Mark Fisher (2009) points to the par-
adox that capitalism today, in the absence of visible alternatives, is widely understood as the only 
possible political system, thereby becoming paradoxically invisible. To replace capitalism, as a 
critical term, with neoliberalism, is to risk complicity with this “making invisible” of capitalism. Ber-
tolt Brecht once quipped that “capitalism is a gentleman who doesn’t like to be called by his 
name”; but if we wish to identify and overcome the socio-political ills of our time, it is imperative, 
as Jameson (1991, 418) recommends in a revival of the famous 1960s slogan, to “name the sys-
tem” that causes them. 
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